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Please tell us a bit about your background, including education and career path thus far. 

I grew up in Tucson and completed my undergraduate career at the University of Arizona. I earned my Bachelor of 

Science in Psychology and knew that degree alone wasn’t going to get me to where I wanted to be career-wise, which 

was to make more of a systemic impact on the world; So next stop was graduate school. Being 21 at the time, I did not 

know exactly why but I knew it was an important and logical next step. During my undergraduate career, I had joined a 

research lab for experience and chose the sleep lab because it seemed to be the most “odd and out of place” lab in a 

psychology department. I was mentored by Dr. Richard Bootzin, a major founding father in sleep research and behavioral 

sleep medicine. I quickly realized how amazing and mysterious sleep really is and how much of a predictive impact it 

could have on health. Needless to say, I was hooked! It is pretty remarkable how much we can learn about ourselves 

simply by knowing our sleep. I enjoyed the sleep research experience and wanted to blend it into my budding interests in 

clinical psychology. At the time, very few graduate programs provided both experiences. However, I was fortunate to find 

myself in the graduate clinical psychology program at the University of Alabama under the mentorship of esteemed sleep 

researcher, Dr. Kenneth L. Lichstein.  

Following my first four years in graduate school, I spent my fifth year at UCSD and the VA as a clinical psychologist intern. 

I then returned for two years at the University of Alabama in Birmingham to complete my post-doc in health outcomes and 

disparities research under a NIH-funded T32 program led by Dr. Kenneth Saag. As a postdoctoral fellow, I was mentored 

by clinical psychologist, Dr. Lawrence Bradley, who encouraged my interests in understanding the role of sleep in the 

development and maintenance of chronic diseases including chronic pain. With his support, I was able to secure my first 

externally-funded project through the Arthritis Foundation. Around the same time, I was offered a faculty position at the 

College of Nursing and Health Innovation, which I happily accepted. During my first year at the College, I focused on 

sleep and pain research, developing collaborations with faculty from nursing, the College of Health Solutions, and the 

Department of Psychology, and launching my program of research.  

Explain the scope of your research. How does it contribute to the health of the communities you serve? 

There are three major “umbrellas” to my research scope. The first one is investigating the role of sleep in the development 

and maintenance of chronic diseases across the lifespan. Most particularly, I focus on cardiometabolic diseases such as 

stroke, cardiovascular disease, and obesity. The second umbrella is looking at sleep health differences and disparities 

across racial ethnic groups, socioeconomic levels and classes, regions, cultures, and occupations/industries. The third 

umbrella is adapting behavioral sleep medicine interventions to promote sleep health and prevent related chronic 

diseases. I try to “marry” these three major “umbrella” while focusing particularly on vulnerable populations for which sleep 

is the most poor. The methods I use for my intervention research primarily focus on mobile health applications and online 

interventions. These interventions are applied to sleep disorders like insomnia and sleep apnea. 

 

I have a “life-span” perspective to my work so I am not married to any one population or community. Wherever there is a 

sleep problem, I want to serve. For example, one major problem in the sleep health field is poor adherence to the gold 

standard treatment for patients with sleep apnea. Recently, my NIH-supported R21 grant was completed and this focused 

on developing and testing, within a randomized controlled trial, a Smart Phone app to promote adherence to continuous 

positive airway pressure (CPAP) therapy, the “gold standard” treatment for sleep apnea. It is an invasive therapy and it’s 

often hard for people to initiate and maintain it…but it is effective and it prevents a slew of associated chronic conditions 

and events that can result from sleep apnea. We created an app designed to help sleep apnea patients through the 

process of adopting the therapy into their nightly lives by providing real-time feedback on their CPAP machine use, sleep, 

and activity levels through linkages with their CPAP machine and a Fitbit, as well as providing strategies, tools and goal-

setting for using their CPAP machine nightly for as long as they possibly can. My team was recently crunching out data 

from the trial and our preliminary estimates appear promising  suggesting that patients were using CPAP more nights and 

for longer each night than usual care. It hit me that our team may have made a meaningful impact for these people in 

adopting this therapy more fully, so they are getting better sleep, so they have better days. Better sleep for them means 

safer living for all while the patients themselves experience less fatigue and likely prevention of other chronic diseases…in 
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addition to helping their bed partner sleep better. I really want this to be scalable for other affected populations. This work 

hits close to home for me because in 2008 several of my family members and friends were involved in a very bad bus 

accident coming back from a ski trip. A major contributor to this accident was the driver’s sleepiness due to not using their 

CPAP machine regularly several nights prior. Fortunately, my family and friends lived but not everyone on the bus was 

that lucky. Then in 2011, a major tornado hit Birmingham, Alabama and, while driving home, an emergency room worker 

who had not slept in 24 hours ran my husband off the road and into a pole. Thankfully it was a minor accident but just 

another instance of how being exhausted and sleep deprived can affect so much in your (and others’) life.  

What makes you most enthusiastic about your work/research?  

Sleep is ubiquitous, universal, and we all do it so I am eager to serve many communities while picking issues that are 

most scalable with the highest amount of impact. That is why recently my work has focused on Smart Phone and online 

intervention to try to reach more people.  

What advice would you give to early career researchers?  

You need to be passionate about what you do and have a desire to keep learning about it. If you do not care to learn more 

you’re going to burn out and will struggle to get through the inevitable, multiple failures and errors that will occur before 

you gain the appropriate amount of successes to keep you going! You really need to love it and be curious about it! You 

also need to go out, have fun, and connect with people so you have multiple networks to “play in the sandbox with.” Don’t 

be too “nitchy,” nor too broad. You need to have a collection of work you can make sense of together with a meaningful 

vision instead of multiple “one-off” projects. And don’t forget to get some sleep! 

What do you like to do in your free time/outside of work?  

Most of my free time is spent trying to make my two young children decent, accomplished, productive and civilized people! 

Honestly, I really do spend a lot of time with my kids and husband, other family and friends, and making sure I do the 

socializing “in-person” things. We enjoy hosting gatherings to keep everyone connected. I have aspirations to go hiking in 

national parks and travel the world…one day!  

 


